This study tested whether personality influenced the effect of a help-eliciting prime. Participants (N = 203) attended two experimental sessions. In the first session, Conscientiousness was measured along with several control variables. Participants returned for a second session where they were randomly assigned to a help-eliciting prime or a Control prime. After completing the written prime exercise, participants were asked to respond to a helping scenario. Textual analyses showed that written responses to the help-eliciting prime differed across level of Conscientiousness, with individuals high in Conscientiousness writing more often about one's moral obligation to help. An ANCOVA analysis revealed a significant main effect for Conscientiousness, as well as a significant interaction effect between Conscientiousness and the Prime. Individuals scoring higher in Conscientiousness were more likely to provide assistance, and this was particularly true if they were in the help-eliciting prime condition. Our results are supportive of an interactional model where one must consider both personality and situational factors to successfully understand and predict helping responses.
Introduction
Theorists in the personality trait literature have long recognized that the expression of a personality trait can be influenced by situational factors, a process termed "interactionism" (Ekehammer, 1974; Endler & Magnusson, 1976) . While most researchers who study personality traits endorse this position, in practice most of the pub-lished work in the field is still conducted in isolation from a true manipulation of situational factors. One viable way to examine how situational forces might interact with personality is through the manipulation of a sociallyrelevant environmental prime. Priming occurs when a cue or stimulus in the immediate environment activates a concept or mental representation. This activation, in turn, may influence subsequent information processing, as well as behavior (Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996) . Specifically, priming has been shown to influence diverse behaviors such as reaction time (Dijksterhuis, Spears, & Lepinasse, 2001) , memory processes (Pittinsky, Shih, & Ambady, 2000) , and task performance (Steele & Aronson, 1995) .
The Active-Self Account is a theory that recently has been offered in the literature to explain how one's selfconcept interacts with a prime in the social environment. Broadly speaking, this theory suggests that a prime serves to activate parts of the active self-concept that are consistent with the prime (Wheeler, DeMarree, & Petty, 2007) . That is, the prime is believed to increase the accessibility of trait-relevant information that is available as one processes stimuli in the environment. Much of the research that has examined the effect of priming of traits has focused on whether the trait-relevant behavior is expressed. For instance, research has shown that priming the stereotype of the aged led individuals to behave in an elderly manner (Bargh, Chen, & Burrows, 1996; Kawakami, Young, & Dovidio, 2012) , and participants primed with a high intellect-related cue answered more questions correctly on a general knowledge test (Dijksterhuis et al., 1998) . However, far fewer studies have examined whether priming interacts with an endogenous personality construct, such that the expression of the behaviors associated with the personality trait are either magnified or reduced. The purpose of the present study is to address this issue by examining whether personality will differentially affect responses to a help-eliciting social prime.
There is both theoretical and empirical evidence that suggests that most, if not all, Big Five personality traits are associated with helping behavior in some manner. However, one of the dimensions that has been most well documented in this regard is Conscientiousness, and thus in the present study we chose to focus on this trait. The trait of Conscientiousness is associated with behaviors such as a sense of duty, dependability, and diligence when working toward a goal (McCrae & Costa, 1989) , and it has been shown to predict such varied prosocial behaviors as blood donation (Ferguson, 2004) and provision of assistance in a work context (Ladd & Henry, 2000; Organ & Ryan, 1995; van Emmerik & Euwema, 2007) . In particular, highly conscientious people often feel a sense of responsibility and moral obligation to their community, and as such, they may be more willing to provide assistance to others (Moon, Livne, & Marinova, 2013) .
To the best of our knowledge there have been no studies that have examined personality and priming in the context of helping behavior. However, recent research has demonstrated that personality can moderate the effect of a prime. As an example, an implicit stress prime had a differential effect on individuals based on their level of Neuroticism. That is, the behavior of individuals high in Neuroticism, as compared to those lower on this dimension, was more pronounced in the priming condition, as evidenced by a greater stress response (Moeller, Robinson, & Bresin, 2010) . Researchers also documented that individuals low in Agreeableness, as compared to those high on this trait, showed greater hostile behavior following exposure to an aggressive prime (Meier, Robinson, & Wilkowski, 2006) . Additionally, extraverts, as compared to introverts, had been shown to display greater sensitivity to positive affect primes (Robinson, Moeller, & Ode, 2010 ). These findings demonstrate that one's reaction to a situational prime is influenced by personality.
Given the literature reviewed above regarding Conscientiousness and prosocial behavior, along with the recent findings that demonstrate that personality can moderate the influence of a prime, it is reasonable to predict that the personality trait of Conscientiousness could serve as an important moderator of a help-eliciting prime. The help-eliciting prime that was used in this study asked participants to write about the thoughts that come to mind with regard to a super-hero. This help-eliciting prime has been successfully used by other researchers to prime helping responses (Nelson & Norton, 2005) . We postulate that when highly conscientious individuals engage in this task, the activation of memories associated with a super-hero will also cue their own self-concept with regard to characteristics that they might share with a super-hero. In particular, individuals who are highly conscientious tend to feel a sense of duty and moral obligation to assist others, and as such, these ideas should be well represented in their schemas concerning helping. Thus, when presented with a scenario in which they are asked whether they would honor a commitment to help a friend, even if they have to forgo a highly desired activity, it is predicted that highly conscientiousness individuals would be more like to report that they would do so, as compared to people lower in conscientiousness (Hypothesis 1). It is also predicted that this tendency would be magnified when individuals are in the presence of the help-eliciting prime, as the notions of one's moral obligation would be more strongly activated. Therefore, it is predicated those individuals who are highly conscientious and are in the prime condition would report the greatest helping (Hypothesis 2). Finally, to determine whether highly conscientious individuals, as compared to those scoring low on this trait, did respond differently with respect to the help-eliciting prime, a textual analysis of participants' descriptions of the super-hero was conducted. In particular, it was predicted that individuals high in Conscientiousness, as compared to those low on this dimension, would be more likely to describe the super-hero by using words involving the super-hero's sense of ethical responsibility to the community (Ethical Responsibility), along with the importance of helping others (Helping) (Hypothesis 3). Finally, to ensure that the trait of Conscientious doesn't simply influence individuals to write more verbosely on all characteristics of a super-hero, rather than those most similar to Conscientiousness, a final predication was made. That is, given that the trait of Conscientiousness is silent with respect to one's appearance, we hypothesize that there will be no difference between those high and low in Conscientiousness with regard to the use of words describing the physical attributes of the super-hero (Hypothesis 4).
Method

Participants
Participants (N = 203) were recruited from a university located in the southeastern region of the United States. Subjects participated in the study for course credit. Females constituted 71% of the sample. The participants were primarily White (86%), although both Blacks and Hispanics were represented (10%), with the remaining 4% listing "Other." Participants ranged in age from 18 to 20 (83%), 21 to 23 (11.5%), and 24 or older (5.5%). Of the original sample, five participants did not participate in both sessions of data collection, and thus were lost to attrition. These participants did not differ significantly from the overall sample with regard to the demographic characteristics of age, gender, or ethnicity.
Materials
The following questionnaires were administered to the research participants: The NEO-FFI Personality Inventory (NEO; Costa & McCrae, 1992) , The Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale (MCSD; Reynolds, 1982) , and a scenario that was developed to assess prosocial behavior. The NEO Personality Inventory contains 60 items that participants respond to by choosing from a 5-point Likert scale which ranges from strongly agree to strongly disagree. The scale is made up of five factors, but for the purposes of the present study only the Conscientiousness subscale was examined. In the present study the alpha level of this trait was acceptable: α = .833. The MCSD was used to assess the tendency that subjects might have to portray themselves in an overly socially appropriate or nondeviant manner. This inventory contains 13 items that participants respond to by indicating whether the statement is true or false. Scores range from 0 to 13, with higher scores indicating a stronger social desirability response. The internal consistency for the MCSDS was .907 in the present study. Regarding the helping measure, participants read a short vignette that assessed helping behavior. To conceal the purpose of the study this vignette was bracketed by other scenarios that were unrelated to helping. Regarding the helping scenario, participants were asked to image that a close friend was in the hospital recovering from surgery. Further, they had promised to visit this friend after their surgery, but at the last minute they were given tickets to see a performer they greatly admired at a concert on the same night. After reading the vignette, participants were asked to indicate using a 5-point response format (very unlikely to very likely) how likely it was that they would forgo attending the concert to keep their promise and help their friend.
Procedure
To ensure that the assessment of personality did not influence participants' responses to the priming manipulation, the study was divided into two parts which were separated by a one-week interval. However, participants were led to believe that they were participating in two separate studies. At the beginning of the first session, participants were told to write their names on a sealed envelope, which contained a subject identification number. These envelopes were used to ensure participants retained their identification number for the second study. They were told this was necessary so that their experimental credit could be accurately recorded. Participants were then given a packet that contained a series of scales. Participants first responded to the personality questionnaire and then completed the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability Scale. Other questionnaires were also administered, but are not relevant to the goals of this study. After completing these surveys, participants submitted their packets and quietly exited the experimental room.
After a one week delay, small groups of participants were randomly assigned to one of the following conditions: the Superhero condition or a Control condition. In the Superhero condition, participants were asked to think of a superhero and list the behaviors, values, lifestyle, and appearance associated with a superhero. Given that super-heros are typically associated with helping others, this procedure is believed to make more accessible help-relevant information and it has been shown to effectively prime helping behavior (Nelson & Norton, 2005) . For the Control condition, participants were given similar verbal and written instructions, except they were asked to describe the characteristics of a dorm room. All groups were given 5-minutes to complete the priming activity.
After completing the priming activity, participants were asked to respond to several scenarios, one of which served as the criterion measure of helping. Upon completion of the helping scenario, participants were asked to answer questions that probed as to whether they were aware of the purpose of the experiment. Findings indicated that all participants were naïve as to the hypotheses of the study. Participants were given unlimited time to complete both of these activities.
Data Analysis
The written responses to the Super-hero prime were coded by two independent reviewers who were naïve to the respondent's level of Conscientiousness. Words coded were separated into three categories: The Super-hero's ethical responsibility to act (Ethics: duty, ethics, moral, obligation, responsibility), the Super-hero's role in helping others (Helping: altruism, helping, giving, caring for), and the Super-hero's physical characteristics (Physical attributes: muscular, attractive, fly, fast). A sample of one subject's written response, along with the scoring, is included in the Appendix. Analyses of the two scorers' ratings using Cohen's Kappa indicated a very high level of agreement across these coded categories, ĸ = .875, ĸ = .816, and ĸ = .825, respectively.
Prior to hypothesis testing, variables were screened for normality and those variables with high standardized skewness values (defined as −3 ≥ z ≥ 3) were transformed using a logarithmic procedure. The only variable that required transformation was Social Desirability.
Given the aims of the study, an ANCOVA procedure was used to test the first two hypotheses of the study. The covariates in this analysis included the variables of social desirability and gender. Conscientiousness was split at the median to examine its interaction with the Priming variable on self-reported helping. Regarding the third hypothesis, Chi-square analyses were conducted to determine whether individuals high and low in Conscientiousness would differ in their verbal behavior when describing the super-hero. Specifically, these analyses tested whether or not participants described the super-hero using the following descriptor categories: Ethical Responsibility and Helping. A Chi-square analysis also was conducted to determine if those high and low in Conscientiousness would differ in their use of words to describe the physical characteristics of the super-hero.
Results
An ANCOVA analysis revealed a significant main effect for Conscientiousness, such that those high on this trait reported greater helping (F (1, 184) = 5.67, p = .03). Analyses also showed a significant interaction effect between Conscientiousness and the Prime, such that those high in Conscientiousness in the help-eliciting prime condition reported the highest level of helping (F (1, 184) = 5.99, p = .03; see Figure 1) .
Lastly, Chi-square analyses showed that highly Conscientious individuals were more likely to use words associated with one's ethical responsibility to act when describing the super-hero (χ 2 (1) = 8.13, p = .002; see Figure 2) . A marginal effect was found with regard to whether participants used words associated with helping when describing the super-hero (χ 2 (1) = 2.40, p = .06). Individuals high in Conscientiousness were more likely to use words associated with helping. No significant effect was found between those low and high in Conscientiousness with regard to the description of the super-hero's physical attributes (p = .68).
Discussion
The theory of interactionism enjoys widespread acceptance in the field of personality and social psychology Blass, 1991) . However, this support is based in large part on the logical nature of the theory, rather than on an expansive set of empirical findings. With regard to the present study, we provide a viable protocol that can be used to study how personality may interact with situational variables. Findings from this study demonstrate that the effect of a situational prime on helping behavior is dependent, at least in part, on one's personality.
As predicted, results showed that highly conscientious individuals, as compared to those low on this dimension, responded differently to the help-eliciting prime regarding the descriptions of the super-hero that they generated. Specifically, they were more likely to include in their descriptions words that addressed the sense of responsibility and moral obligation that a super-hero has to his or her community. Albeit, not as strong of an effect, highly conscientious individuals also were more likely to include in their descriptions of the super-hero the role that he or she played in helping others. Finally, to test whether Conscientious individuals simply are more verbose when responding to a prime in general, we examined whether differences would emerge regarding the in- High Conscientiousness clusion of descriptions of the physical attributes of the super-hero. This analysis revealed that highly conscientious individuals were no more likely to discuss the super-hero's appearance than those lower on this trait.
After responding to the prime, participants were asked to read over several vignettes, one of which asked whether they would forgo a highly coveted opportunity in order to keep an important promise that they made to help a friend. Analyses revealed a main effect for Conscientiousness, such that highly conscientious individuals were more likely to report that they would keep their promise and help their friend. These findings are quite consistent with the core features of Conscientiousness. Namely, individuals who are high in Conscientiousness would be unwilling to retract a promise made to their friend due to their strong sense of responsibility and duty to keep the commitments that they have made (McCrae & Costa, 1989) . Additionally, and as predicted, a significant interaction effect was found such that those in the help-eliciting prime condition who were higher in Conscientiousness reported the greatest level of helping (see Figure 1) . Thus, the tendency to engage in self-sacrifice and assist others can be magnified in highly conscientious individuals when they are in the presence of an appropriate situational prime. Interestingly, individuals who were in the help-eliciting prime condition who scored low in Conscientiousness reported the lowest level of assistance of any group in the study (see Figure 1) . So, in this particular case, the Superhero prime appears to have actually reduced reports of helping for this group. In explaining this finding, it is important to remember that while it is true that priming typically promotes behavioral assimilation and expression of the cued category, depending upon the characteristics of the prime, behavior can be incongruent with, or even opposite of, the prime. This process, known as a Contrast Effect, may arise when an exemplar (i.e., a specific member of the category) serves as the prime, rather than a general descriptor of the category that is being cued (Stapel, Koomen, W., & van der Pligt, J., 1996; Dijksterhuis et al., 1998) . When this occurs individuals may compare themselves to the prime, and as a result of this comparison they may recognize, at least at some level, that they are not like the exemplar. As a result, they may express lower levels of the primed behavior. To illustrate, if one is priming intelligence by asking participants to write down characteristics of an intelligent individual, it would be predicted that task performance would be enhanced. However, asking them to write down characteristics of an exemplar of intelligence, such as Albert Einstein, would yield reduced task performance because when cued to think of Albert Einstein, most people would actually feel less intelligent. Similarly, using the exemplar of a Super-hero, rather than asking people to write down characteristics of a helpful person, probably led participants who are the least helpful (i.e., those low in Conscientiousness) to feel particularly unhelpful in comparison to a Super-hero. This, in turn, could lead to lower rates of helping.
To the best of our knowledge, this study provides the first examination of the synergistic effect of a personality trait in the context of a manipulated help-eliciting situational prime. Thus, we believe this work makes an important contribution to the literature. However, as with all studies, improvements can be made that would further strengthen this research. That is, the next set of studies that follow should first replicate this work with a more heterogeneous sample. For example, although the effects of priming should not vary greatly across age, personality traits have been shown to change modestly as one ages (Allemand, Zimprich, & Hertzog, 2007; Soldz, 1999) . As a result, to determine whether the effects found in the current study are robust and do not appreciably vary on the basis of one's age, this work should be conducted with participants across different age groups. Developing additional helping scenarios that assess other forms of prosocial behavior also could add to the generalizability of these findings.
Clearly, further work on this topic is needed before definitive statements can be made regarding the effect of personality and situational cues on helping behavior. However, research in this area could yield useful applications in real-world settings. For instance, non-profit agencies that depend upon a large cadre of volunteers and donors could apply these findings in the development of recruitment and solicitation materials. Specifically, materials that prime exemplars associated with prosocial behavior such as a Super-hero, or even symbols that signify help, such as a red cross, may enhance some forms of helping for some people. As such, agencies may need to better target their solicitations based on characteristics of individuals the organization is attempting to recruit, as traditional helping appeals may be effective for individuals who are high in Conscientiousness, but actually may reduce the tendency to help with individuals who score lower on this dimension.
Conclusion
In sum, this study examines whether Conscientiousness influences verbal responses to a help-eliciting prime as well as whether it moderated the influence of this type of prime in the prediction of self-reported prosocial be-havior. Our results are supportive of an interactionism model as they demonstrate that to effectively understand behavior one must consider both personality and situational factors. As such, we believe this study makes an important contribution to the field in elucidating the complex processes that influence helping behavior.
